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The mission of every hospital in America is to serve the health care needs of individuals in their communities, 24 hours a day, seven days a week. Their task, and the task of their medical staff, is to continually care for and to cure their patients. American health facilities are said to provide the best, most sophisticated, and most beneficial health care in the world. However, a hospital's ability to care for each patient who walks through their doors is continuously challenged on numerous fronts--the shortage of key hospital personnel, the increased cost of caring for the uninsured, the continued problem of medical errors, and the growth of niche and specialty hospitals. As of 2002, there were 5,794 registered hospitals in the United States, according to the most recent data available from the American Hospital Association (AHA). The AHA also states that there are 4,927 community hospitals, which includes nongovernmental, non-profit hospitals, investor-owned (for-profit) hospitals, and hospitals owned by state and local governments. The AHA defines community hospitals as all non-federal, short-term general and other specialty hospitals. Specialty hospitals include obstetrics and gynecology, rehabilitation, orthopedic and other individually described specialty services. Statistics provided by the AHA indicate that the number of rural and urban community hospitals is approximately equal--2,178 rural hospitals compared to 2,749 urban hospitals.